A whiff of home  by Williams, Nigel
publishing papers in journals with
the highest impact factor
unhealthy. I once met a scientist
who could recite impact factors to
the third decimal point, which is
not even statistically significant.
Come to think about it, an impact
factor is only an average, so why
doesn’t it come with standard
deviation? How can journal X
claim that it has the highest
impact factor in a given field
without demonstrating the
difference with the next journal is
statistically significant? Besides,
impact factors can be quite
misleading. A pioneering paper
may generate very few citations
(at least initially) before the field
has caught on. On the other hand,
a run of the mill paper on a
mainstream subject may generate
a substantial number of citations,
simply because a vast number of
papers are published on the
subject. On average, top journals
tend to publish more important
papers, but that is only a
correlation. At the end, a paper
has to be judged by what is in it,
and not where it is published. A
comment on peer review: usually
the more prestigious the journal,
the more ‘mechanistic insight’ the
reviewers and editors would
demand; but what constitutes
mechanistic insight can be a
rather subjective criterion. I once
thought of naming one of the
genes we were studying
mechanistic insight (mei) so the
reviewers/editors cannot say that
we did not provide mechanistic
insight. 
What is your greatest ambition
in research? I hope that our best
work is still ahead of us. My
current passion is dendrite
development, which is I think a
very aesthetically pleasing
problem. We hope to be able to
make progress so that a few years
from now, we can take some of
Cajal’s beautiful drawings and
begin to explain how different
neurons acquire their distinctive
shapes.
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Researchers have revealed
numerous cues animals use for
quite extraordinary migrations
across land and sea from stellar,
solar, magnetic and other
environmental sources. But
cues used by one animal to
locate one tiny island in the
middle of the Atlantic Ocean
from thousands of kilometres
away, a puzzle noted by Darwin,
has remained unsolved.
But new work by a team of
researchers from the University
of Wales Swansea, Lund
University and the University of
Pisa reported in the biology
letters of the Proceedings of the
Royal Society (published online),
suggests that the island’s smell
may provide vital cues for
homebound turtles.
Green turtles (Chelonia
mydas) migrate from their
grazing grounds off the coast of
Brazil in their thousands to the
beaches of Ascension Island
more than 2,000 kilometres
away to mate and lay eggs.
Efforts to determine how they
achieve this navigational feat
have been stymied by the sheer
technical difficulties. Adults off
Brazil do not come ashore so
are hard to locate and
individuals only return to
Ascension Island once every
three or four years. Also the
population off Brazil includes
individuals that breed at other
locations so that captured and
tagged individuals may not be
those originating from the tiny
Atlantic island.
To try to overcome these
problems the team captures six
individuals who had just laid their
first clutch of eggs on the island
– they often lay multiple clutches
so were likely to wish to return –
and placed three 50 kms upwind
of the island and three 50 kms
downwind. Satellite transmitters
were attached to the animals’
carapace to study their
movements. The team found that
the individuals released
downwind had no difficulty
returning to the island within a
few days but those upwind had
much more difficulty, with two
returning after 10 and 27 days
and the third heading back to
Brazil after failed efforts to
relocate the island.
The authors believe their
results suggest that wind-borne
smells may be crucial for the
turtles’ final ability to find home
but that other cues may also be
necessary for them to head off
on the right track first. `Even if
they routinely use wind-borne
information... for the final
approach to the target, it is
unknown how they manage to
reach this area,’ the authors
report.
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Wind power: Studies suggest that green turtles migrating to beaches on Ascen-
sion Island use wind-borne cues to navigate. (Photo: Oxford Scientific Films.)
